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Curley: The Day of the Equinox

Daniel Curley

THE DAY OF THE EQt!INOX
T MAY seem strange that Michael Pegnam was glad he was
asked to work on Saturday for no pay except a meal on the
company. But he was glad. It was something different, somcthing that would set this week apart from all the other weeks of
his first winter in New York, and might even divide the winter
from the spring.
He was automatically aware of the weather when he came out
of the su bway that morning. It was obviously a fine day, and he
looked on this as a hopeful sign. The sun was higher than it had
been at nine o'clock for a long time-or at least he guessed it was
by the glow in the sky and on the buildings. All winter he had
watched the glow getting higher and higher each day and
brighter and brighter as the sun approached the end of the street.
All winter he had waited for the morning that the sq,~ would rise
squarely in the end of the street, but somehow he had missed the
day. Perhaps it was that rainy week. Perhaps he w~ late and in a
hurry. Perhaps he just didn't notice. And now the sun was rising
behind the buildings to the north of the street, hig&~r and higher
each day at nine o'clock, but each day farther and farther to the
north of the street.
As soon as he turned from the street into the empty building,
he felt strangeness and expectancy. He had been instr.ucted to use
the freight elevator, but even so he felt like a conspirator. Thc
freight elevator was bound up in hiS mind with being late for
work and trying to sneak in without being seen and then in the
afternoon sneaking out for a quick one just to get ~ver the horrible butt end of the day after the three-thirty deadline.
When he opened th~ door to the Webster Corporation's fourteenth floor offices, he thought at first that the' great news room

I

Published by UNM Digital Repository, 1954

1

New Mexico Quarterly, Vol. 24 [1954], Iss. 2, Art. 3
DANIEL

CURLEY

was empty, but then he heard the soft clear voices of Jimmy
Schuyler, his boss, and Joe Black, the district supervisor; and as he
came out of the short end of the Lshaped room, he saw them
standing near the files talking to a group of girls. Joe Black looked
at his watch when he saw Pegnam, undoubtedly a pure reflex.
"Right on the dot," he said.
"That's my boy," Jimmy said.
Pegnam felt ridiculous to be so patted on the head, and some
of his joy in the day vanished. They seemed to forget about him,
however, and went on explaining the exact procedure to be fol·
lowed in weeding out the files.
He didn't try to understand what was being said because he
was there only for the dirty work. The only thing he had to hear
was that he was supposed to make a pile of the old reports at the
end of the haJl near the freight elevator. He went out to take a
look at the place and stayed to smoke a cigarette. He looked up
and down the elevator and up and down the stair well and out
the window at the fine spring day. He couldn't see the sun itself,
but he could see the buildings to the west shining, and even the
deep small streets were bright with an indirect light..
By the time he finished the cigarette and got back into the office, the girls had already filled their wastebaskets with discarded
material, and the floor was littered with paper. He never did
catch up all morning, and the only thing that saved him at all was
that every once in a while the girls would remember they were
working in the office, and they would pick up their purses and
twitch off to the ladies room just as if all the reporters were sitting
at their desks to look up after they had passed. Pegnam looked
up, of course, and went on snatching reports from the floor.
By noon he was soaked with sweat, for he had literally moved
a mountain, and he was ready for a break when Joe Black said,
"Let's get cleaned up for lunch, everybody:'
Joe Black herded them all into the freight elevator and directly
across the street into the bo,Sses' restaurant. He talked over their
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heads to the head waiter. "The big table," he said. "The big table
for my big family." That was a partJoe Black didn't know how
to bring off, but he didn't know it so there was no harm done.
"Yes, sir, Mr. Black," the waiter said. "This way, please." They
followed him into a kind of back room with one big table in it.
The room was so dim that they could barely see at first, and Pegnam found himself at the foot of the table beside Nancy Hatcher,
a reporter from the construction news division.
Nancy was beautiful. He saw her every morni~g through a
glass partition while he was sorting the morning mail, and he
couldn't be mistaken about that, but he just didn't believe in
beautiful women. When he was a kid he had believed in them.
He had looked at magazines and seen movies and told himself;
That is what it will be like to be grown up: there will be women
like that. (He had also thought there would be money like that
and success like that, but those were other stories although they
endeQ..up the same way.) After he grew up he looked around for
those women for a while -and then forgot about them. Of course.
now he saw them every day, on Fifth Avenue and in Rockefeller
Plaza and almost everywhere he went,' but he didn't believe in
them. He didn't believe in Nancy either although he had known
from his very first day with the company that she was not only a
beautiful woman but a good kid as 'rell, because she kept suggesting things for him to do so it would look as if he "ere taking
hold.
Even knowing she was a good kid, he had never allowed himself to think about her, but now impulsively on this strange day
he believed in her, if not as beautiful, at least as a woman.
"Hello, Micky," she said.
"Hello, Nancy," he said. He was going to ask her to call him
Mike, but Joe Black was rapping for attention.
"We're all going to have a drink while we study the menu," Joe
Black said, and everyone applauded. The waiter began taking
orders for drinks.
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"When he comes around," Nancy said, "tell him I don't want
any."
"Don't let me down, buddy," Pegnam said. He had seen Nancy
stop in with the boys for a couple of quick ones after work.
"My mother says I shouldn't drink before four o'clock," she
said.
"Where'd she get that?" Pegnam said.,
"She read it in a book," Nancy said. "She thinks you shouldn't
drink so much either. She worries about you."
"Bless her heart," Pegnam said.
"I tell her everything," Nancy said.
"What's yours?" the waiter said to Pegnam, perha~s because he
was wearing a sweater with no shirt.
"Bourbon," Pegnam said. "Water chaser. The lady will have
the same."
"My mother won't like this," Nancy said.
"You aren't even going to see it," Pegnam said,
"I mean," Nancy said, "she isn't going to like to hear what a
sot you really are."
"Janitors can drink any time," he said. He. was already high
just on the thought of the drinks and the general excitement that
accompanies drinking. Joe Black looked almost pleasant. Jimmy
was laughing and joking with the girls, who were gentle now,
somehow attractive. And Nancy-well, she was still Nancy. And
,they were all of them such wonderful people that Pegnam wanted
to make a speech before he had had even one drink. The tears
were beginning to come to his eyes foolishly.
"Nancy," he said, "what does your mother think of McSor~
ley's?"
"McSorley's?" she said.
"Where I drink my ale, Two-hour lunch hours on working
days and noon to !;Uidnight on Saturdays."
"Oh," she said. "McSorley's. I'd like to see t~at place."
"No women," Pegnam said. "They don't allow women."
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"Is that why you go there?" Nancy said. Then she reddened.
Her eyes opened just a little and her lips parted as if she were
about t~ put her hand over her mouth.
"I just like it there," Pegnam said a little shortlyl.
"My mother thinks a man should spend a certain amount of
time at his club," Nancy said, and Pegnam knew that a girl whose
mother was that intelligent must be more than just beautiful.
"But she doesn't think a man should overdo it."
" Moderation."
"Moderation in all things, my mother believes, and no drinking before four o'clock."
"I'll see you then," he said. The waiter set her drink in front of
her. Pegnam downed it at once. He was ordinarily a leisurely
drinker although often in the long run immoderate.
Joe Black stood up and everyone was quiet at once. He said,
"For your loyalty and cooperation, to you." He raised his glass.
"My big family." He had to do it.
Then Pegnam jumped up. He didn't know why. It wasn't the
kind of thing he did. He wasn't really like that. "To you, Joe
Black," he said, "and all these beautiful people." He didn't ordinarily make that kind of fool q£ himself. But at least he tossed off
his drink and sat down without suggesting For He's a Jolly Good
Fellow. Joe Black waved across the table at him, and Jimmy
grinned openly and indeed even foolishly at him.
oJ
The waiter was going around taking orders. You would have
thought the office girls were all pregnant the way they were ordering the fruit salad bowl that Joe Black ordered. But Pegnam was
listening to Jimmy, so Nancy and he had the roast beef special.
Good old Jimmy. Good old Nancy.
Just as the waiter was leaving, Jimmy called, "Another round
for everybody while we're waiting."
"Make his a double one," Joe Black said, pointing at Pegnam.
Pegnam waved at him and he waved at Pegnam.
, So all in all Pegnam had five shots on an empty stomach, and
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he felt so wonderful that he hated to begin his lunch. But Nancy
poked him in the ribs and said, "Eat something before you fall
into your plate."
"I feel wonderful," he said.
"Eat up," she said.
"Your mother wouldn't approve, would she?" he said.
"Oh, she always says, Better a happy sinner than a sullen saint:'
"Good old mother," he said. "~et's go see her." He started to
I
.
get out of his chair.
"We've got to work," Nancy said. "Eat your lunch."
"Yeah," he said. "Sure."
"Eat your lunch, Mi~ky," Nancy ~id, so he began to eat his
lunch.
"Feel better now?" Nancy said.
"No," he said. "I felt wonderfuL"
"You shouldn't drink so much on an empty stomach," Nancy
said.
"Does your mother really want to know why I drink so much?"
he said.
"She's sincerely interested," Nancy said.
"Let's go see her," he said, but he didn't have the drive to get
even half out of the chair.
"Not now," Nancy said.
"You come with me tonight/' Pegnam said, "and I'll tell yOQ
everything while we eat. Then. you can tell your mother:'
"Fine," Nancy said. "I'll call my mother a~d tell her not to
expect me." He was still drunk enough so that it all seemed perfectly natural. If he had been sober he would never have asked
her.
Even after joe Black paid the check and thoy were ready to go
back to work, Pegnam still had enough of that good feeling left
so that he hated to let it go. "You go on ahead, Nancy," he said.
"I'll catch up. I have to get cigarettes."
He got cigarettes and another double shot· at the bar. That
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really held him right up there, so he moved another mountain
and sweated another gallon without being particularly aware
what he was doing.
At about three o'clock he went down for ;;mother drink because
he didn't want to lose that fine casual feeling he wou~ have to
have to ask Nancy to slip out for a quick one at four o'clock. But
as it turned out he could have been cold sober. He was rushing
around to -get a little ahead so he wouldn't be missed when he
saw her ringing the buzzer by the freight elevator. She held up
four fingers and he heaved his trash box at the pile and went with
her.
"Your mother would be proud of your self-control," he said.
"No," she said, a little· sadly it seemed, "she expects it." They
had one and then a cigarette and then another one and went back
with the comfortable knowledge that they could last until five.
And last they did, very handsomely, but five minutes past five
found them back again at the same spot. Nancy was paying for
her own, and it was just as well, because Pegnam never carried
too much money on him.
Almost the first thing they did was decide to go to Chinatown
for dinner, but it took theJl1. a long time to get started. Nancy had
to call her mother and one thing and another. They ate potato
chips and boiled eggs and pickled pigs feet and herring and the
sort of stuff you can find in bars to hold you just a little longer.
"Tell me, Micky," Nancy said. She showed no signs of being
ready)to go to Chinatown or anywhere else. "There's something \
I'd like to know."
"What's that?" he said.
"What do you do when rou ride me home on the subway anq.
then stay on after I get off?~"You really want to know?"
"When I called my motner this is one of the things she partku;"
larly asked me to find out for her,"
"Bless her heart," Pegnam said. ,"Well, I tell you. I just ride to .
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the end of the line and get off and walk around. Then 1 find a
place to eat and have a couple of beers. One Friday night 1 was in
a diner with some truck drivers and they gave me a ride to Manchester, New Hampshire, and back the next night. Some nights
1 ride over to Jersey or Brooklyn with some of the other guys. I've
seen a lot like that. Two nights a week 1 go right home after work
and write letters."
"And on Saturday you go to McSorley's, right?"
"As soon as 1 get up. 1 usually get there between eleven and
eleven-thirty for a big corned beef and cabbage feed, and I ·stay
until they close up at midnight."
"I'd sure like to·see that place," she said.
"No women allowed," he said.
"I know," she said. "I guess that covers it."
"I guess it does," he said. "How about you?"
"We've got to decide what to do after we finish here. I don't
really feel much like eating."
.
"Me neither," he said, "and it's just as well because we don't
have much money. We could do something cheap like go to
Coney and walk on the beach."
"Not tonight," Nancy said. "Some other time but not tonight.
How about the Staten Island Ferry?"
"Is that good?"
"It's one of New York's most famous cheap dates," she said.
"Sounds OK to me," he said.
"First, we have to get to the Battery," she said, pushing back
her chair and starting to get up.
"Wait till I look at my map," he said. "The Batt~ry isn't in my
territory." She settled back and he took out his city map-he
never took a step without it. "From where we are,"-he said, "it
looks easy."
. . ·It is easy," she said. "Let's go."
But if the Battery wasn't in his territory, Staten Island wasn't
even on his map. At the bottom of the map was only a dotted liI;le
t
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that ran right off the edge. Printed beside this line was the legend:
.To Staten Island.
As they stood at the rail waiting for the voyage to start, he said,
"It's wonderful already." In his mind's eye he saw the ferry boat
plunging off the edge of the map. Then the boat began to move
and they were indeed cut off from the land.
"There's nothing like a sea voyage," Nancy sai~.
"Nothing," he said. "Smell the salt spray."
He inhaled deeply and flung his arms out wide. In dropping
his arms he let one of them fall, as if by accide.nt, on Nancy's
t
shoulders. She wasn't in the least deceived and leaned against
him. "It's about time,'~ she said.
For some time after that they said nothing but remained in the
classic grouping at the boat's rail, their backs to the land and even
to the boat, their faces looking, not at horizons, but down at the
water sliding directly beneath them. It would have been nice if
there had been the arched back~ of porpoises and phosphorous,
reflections of stars and hammered moon path, but there was only
the black water sliding hypnotically below, carrying unidentifiable objects into their narrow range of vision and swiftly out
agai~.

Nancy turned her (ace against his shoulder. "The water almost
put me to sleep," she said.
"Me too," he said. He looked down at the top of her head. He
had long forgotten that she was the most beautiful girl he had
ever seen. It was dark. She was in his arms. He felt strong, gigantic
even, protective, yet on the verge of tears.
"We should be looking for the Statue of Liberty," she said
without moving.
"Hush," he said. "I'm too comfortable.", That was an outright
lie. His feet were killing him, and he was getting a stitch in his
side from maintaining his position, but he had no intention of
giving her an occasion to move away.
. .,
"Yes," she said. This time'she straightenedrand took her arm
d
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away from around his waist. "Yes, we must. We must always say
. goodbye to the old lady on the outward voyage."
"We really must," he managed to say although he actually
wasn't at all happy about this turn of events. The pain in his side
and having lost his grip on her did nothing for his disposition. He
would much rather have sulked, but fortunately it was so dark
that his sulky attempts at dissembling succeeded.
When they raised their eyes and looked outward, they couldn't
very well miss the Statue. "Goodbye," Nancy called, waving to
the Statue.
"Goodbye," Pegnam shouted. Nancy began to wave her handkerchief and dab at her eyes. Pegnam shredded a couple -of
Kleenex and let the pieces float over the side. Then he tore up a
cigarette package and threw the pieces into the air. He held the
last few cigarettes in his hand.
Near them somewhere a great whistle cut loose with a blast
that shook the whole boat. They looked at each other. He could
see her laughing but couldn't hear her. He was laughing too. She
made a little gesture with both hands and he jumped at her. She
met him-at least-and they kissed very'\.ard. The hand that was
holding the cigarettes freed itself behind her back simply by
opening and letting the cigarettes fall into the water.
At that moment, however, another couple came toward them.
Nancy saw them over his shoulder. At first he was glad she saw
them, and then he was a little resentful that she should have seen
anything just then. She drew away a trifle-just the trifle that
made the difference between passion and romance.
"What's all the shouting?" the girl said as the c~uple 'Came up.
"We were just saying goodbye to the Statue of Liberty," Nancy
said.
The boy and the gir! turned toward the Statue, which was by.
then almost out of sight. "Goodbye, goodbye," t'he boy said.
"Goodbye, aloha," the girl whispered.
"Aloha, aloha," the boy whispered. He drew himself up as if
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he were about to sing an aloha song the way they do in the movies,
but he only kissed the girl, and for the rest of the crossing they
stood there hung at the lips, eyes closed, oblivious. Nancy and
Pegnam could have acted as if there was no one there at all, but
for some inscrutable reason they chose to hold tight to each other
. and whisper together making fun of the other two. When they
tiptoed away and got off at Staten Island, the boy and the girl
were still standing there.
Once they had landed, Pegnam discovered that Nancy had no
more idea than he did where they were. She had never before got
off the ferry but had always ridden directly back across. All
around them people were running toward busses lined up in the
terminal. "What shall we do now?" he said.
"I don't know," Nancy said. She drooped a little against him.
"Well, let's go," he said and pulled her arm until she was run·
ning along with him. He passed up the first t~o busses because
they were almost empty and jammed her ahead of him into .the
third bus. "All these people have to be going somewhere," he sald
into her ear. He had one arm around her to hold her up because'
there was no grip for her anywhere. She just stood there with her
arms down and her head against his chest. He would have ~een
completely embarrassed except that he hadn't-and he didn't
think anyone else in the bus had-ever seen such a pretty girl
acting like that in public.
Now it was his tum to keep his e}!es open, for ~he seemed
scarcely aware where they were. "Are you all right?" he whispered.
"Are we in heaven yet?" she said. He flushed, for she said it
quite distinctly and several people near them smiled.
Fortunately his rash guess about the crowded bus paid off when
several people got off at a kind of square where in one quick
glance he could see,a diner and a drug store gtill open. He ~lelped
her off the bus, and when they were alone he shook her gently
and said, "Are you all right?"
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"Yes, Micky," she said. ''I'm floating."
"Call me Mike," he said. .
"Yes, Mike. I'm floating."
.,.
"OK," he said. "Let's get something to eat."
"We don't have enough money," she said, which was a strange
thing for an enchanted girl to say.
"Lots of money," he said because he had a reserve fund in the
bottom of his billfold, a ten-dollar bill that was so much an emergency reserve that he had once walked from 7th Street to 92nd
Street rather than break into it. He hadn't really lied to her before when he told her he didn't have any money. He just never
thought of that ten-dollar bill as money, but now he took it out
and showed it to her.
~
"Let's eat then," Nancy said. He led her into the diner because
she 'Yas still not exactly all there. Then she said, "But we ate just
a little whil~ ago."
"That was on the other side of the water," he said, "and besides
it wasn't really a meal. Do you know what you want?"
"Yes, Mike," she said, but she didn't say any more about it.
"Give us two of your special ham and eggs," he said. "Hash
brown potatoes, toast, and coffee."
"So much?" she said.
"This is the best time to eat," he said. "1£ you can't sleep, you
got to eat." So they ate.
He swabbed the last of his toast over his plate and ordered
more coffee. "Now, Nancy," he said, "what are your plans for the
evening?"
"I don't know, Mike," she said. Her plate was as clean as his.
"Will your mother be worrying?"
"When I talked with her on the phone, she said she was going
to take seconal. She hasn't been sleeping well lately."
"I'm sorry," he said.
"She'll be out now until noon," Nancy said.
"Then we can do as we please," he said.
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"Yes," she said.
"Well, then," he said between sips of the hot coffee, "let's see
about finding a place to stay."
Discreet inquiry at the diner and the drug store uncovered a
rooming house in the next block. And most discreet rapping at
the door resulted in the porch light's being turned on and the
door's being opened on the chain. "Could we havea room for the
night?" Pegnam said into the opening of the door. "We're exhausted from sightseeing and can't make our way back to our
hotel or the place we parked our car." He put that last in so that
his accent would suggest that he was a traveller from Boston orif the person behind, the door was naive enough-from England.
At all events no one could mistake him for a native of the place.
A streak of old face with no teeth and white hair in curlers appeared in the opening of the door. "Step back both of you so I
can get a good look." They stepped down two steps and stood
still. The door opened and the old lady said, "CoD;le in, come in.
It's my business to know good people when I see them even if it
is late and they are tired. Come in, come in. I have a bed all
turned down for you."
She led them up the stairs to a large room with a coilne~ting
bath. "This used to be our room," she said, "but I don't need
such a large room any more or such a large bed." She pressed
lightly on the bed to show the softness of the mattress. The whole
bed shook gently but didn't creak or rattle.
"We are very sorry to have disturbed you," Pegnam said.
"It's quite all right," the old lady said.1"Sleep well." She left
quietly.
\Vhen they at last w~ke up in the morning and thought 'about
getting home, they had little to say to each other. After paying
for the room, they had, deducting the bus, ferry, and subway
fares, just enough for:two cups of coffee ann one doughnut. That
was nowhere near enough, for Pegnam was ravenously hungry.
As a result of his hunger he was disagreeable-or would have been
J
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if he had had to say anything-but the normal sadness of such a
morning made it easy to avoid talking, although he meticulously
put his arm around Nancy on the ferry and even gave her a little
squeeze as they passed the Statue of Liberty.
"Hello, Statue of Liberty," she said. "We're back."
"Hello," he said. But they didn't wave or shout, and no one
came out to salute the Statue.
"Do you have money at home for your breakfast, Micky?"
Nancy said without removing her head from his shoulder.
"Yes," he said.
"Well, why don't you come home with me for breakfast anyway?"
"I don't want to meet your mother like this," he said. ",You're
going to have trouble enough:'
"It's all right," Nancy said. "I live alone. I don't have any
mother."
"Bu)-"
"It~s all a game," Nancy said.
So they went to her house for breakfast. Then they lay down
for a nap.and decided to get married. In the long run nothing
came of it, but that was what they decided that day.
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